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Signed language (SL) is a visual language used among deaf people or between deaf 
and hearing people for communication (Malmkyar, 2002). SL not only requires the 
use of hands, but also body, head, face and eyes to spread the message (Richards, 
2002). From the perspective of linguistics, SL is natural and systematic, carrying all 
language features corresponding with those of spoken language. It is the first 
language or mother language of the deaf and the hearing children of deaf adults 
(CODA①). In order to equally acquire information, participate in social life and 
communicate with the hearing, the needs for Signed language Interpreting (SLI) that 
renders SL services between the hearing and the deaf are highlighted and promoted, 
particularly when SLI was recognized as a profession in 1960s in the west. However, 
the process of the professionalization of SL has been slow compared with that of 
traditional interpreting, especially in developing countries where professional SL 
interpreters are in urgent need. This thesis has drawn experiences from the United 
States and Australia in this field from six aspects: legal system, guild, accreditation, 
code of ethics, social status and remuneration, and supply and demand network. 
Based on a survey of the status quo of SL interpreting in mainland China, the thesis 
explores how to draw experiences from foreign counterparts to accelerate the 
professionalism of SL interpreting in the context of mainland China.  
This thesis is organized along five interconnected chapters. 
Chapter I is an introduction which consists of the explanations of the research 
background, measuring standards of professionalization of SLI and the research scope 
in this thesis as well. The author also reviewed the previous studies in the 
professionalization of SLI.   
Chapter II makes use of the previous studies to prove that SL is a natural 
language, carrying all features of spoken languages. SL is quite different from body 
language and figure spelling. In addition, taking signed Chinese for example, this 
chapter illustrates the differences between natural SL and signed Chinese. 
Furthermore, it introduces the status quo of the professionalization of SLI through 
reviewing the history of SLI in the west and China separately. In the part of China, the 















author has conducted field studies and collected the firsthand data through 
questionnaires and interviews.  
Chapter III gives its due emphasis on the comprehensive measuring standards of 
the professionalization of SLI, including legal system, guild, and accreditation, code 
of ethics, social status and remuneration, and supply and demand network, which is 
pioneering in systematic studies of the professionalization of SLI. Each measuring 
standard is fully illustrated by contrastive study of the professionalization of SLI in 
the United States, Australia and China.  
Chapter IV illuminates the implications drawn by the elaborate studies of the 
professionalization of SLI in the United States and Australia for China within the 
systematic measuring standards introduced in the previous chapter.   
Chapter V concludes the major discussions and analysis in this thesis. 
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Chapter I Introduction 
1.1. Signed Language Interpreting (SLI) as a Profession 
Regarding the definition of profession, it is defined as a job that you need special 
skills and qualifications to do, especially one with high social status①. A profession is 
born out of a societal need “to have available certain services that require specialized 
knowledge and skills” (Reynolds & O’Morrow, 1985). In China, a new profession 
requires a certain number of practitioners with relatively mature professional skills, 
carrying the following features: 1) Specific purposes: the practitioners take full-time 
jobs to make a living; 2) Offering products or services; 3) In accordance with laws 
and regulations②. Furthermore, Professionalization is the social process by which any 
trade or occupation transforms itself into a true profession of the highest integrity and 
competence.③ The development of professionalization is conducive to the survival 
and growth of this profession. Conversely, more and more people who have been 
involved in this profession leads to the development of professionalization.   
Statistically speaking, hearing loss affects between 21 and 28 million Americans 
(about 10 percent of the United States population) and over 75,000 children in the 
United States have a severe enough hearing impairment to necessitate placement in 
special education classes. In all, hearing impairment represents the largest disability 
within the United States and China. Taking China for example, the deaf population is 
20.75 million, roughly taking one fourth of the whole population of disabled people in 
China 83 million④. Roughly speaking about 1 in 1000 people are deaf (0.1%) 
considering the world population is 6.6 billion⑤. 
As the first language of the deaf people, SLI is of great importance for them to 
acquire information, participate in social life and communicate with the hearing. With 
the increasingly greater participation of the deaf people in the society and the 
protection of human rights, the needs for SLI that renders SLI services between the 
hearing and the deaf are highlighted and promoted, particularly when SLI was 
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recognized as a profession in 1960s in the west. Taking the United States as an 
example, SLI first appeared in 1960s and the interpreters usually were the family 
members or priests who rarely received professional training and only played the role 
as helper (Lane, 1984; Groce, 1985). Only after the issue of American Civilian 
Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973① has been introduced, SLI was recognized as a 
profession witnessed an enormous growth of SLI. In China, SLI was officially 
declared as a profession in China by the Chinese Ministry of Labor and Social 
Security in 2007②.  
Considering the large population of the deaf people, the existing SLI services can 
not satisfy considerable needs, particularly in developing countries like China with a 
population of 20,780,000 deaf persons③  while the number of professional SL 
interpreters is quite small, less than 5,000④ , leaving a large demand gap for 
high-quality professional SL interpreters.    
1.2. Previous Studies on SLI 
1.2.1 SLI in the West  
Compared with traditional spoken language interpreting, SLI has a relatively short 
history and is underresearched. The research into SLI in western developed countries 
was unveiled in mid-1970s.  For example, Ingram (1974) scientifically defined the 
SLI process in a communication model. Tweney and Hoemann (1976) collected all 
the information on the research into SLI, summarized that what little research has 
been done on SL and called for more efforts shall be made in linguistic and 
psycholinguistic aspect. At that time, research into SLI has not given due attention in 
academic circle. Dennis Cokely (1981) wrote the new chapter to integrate the SL 
interpreting into the interpreting of spoken languages, which was pioneering and 
suddenly caught the attention of the whole world. Roy (1989) emphasized the 
significance of Cokely's studies that has developed the psychological and personality 
profiles of SL interpreters, interpreter fatigue, the accuracy of experienced interpreters, 
and lag times. The first error analysis of SLI is made by Cokely (1982) through 
studying the interpretations of two interpreters working in a simulated medical 
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